Our ability to both taste and smell has inspired chefs and renowned restaurants from around the globe to push for the finest cuisines available. As we enjoy our meals and savor our favorite dishes, very few of us take heart as to what enables us to relish our dishes while smelling the aromas that stimulate us even before we take a bite. However, for those of us eccentric enough to explore the forces behind such chemical mechanisms, there is a vast field before us that opens the door to some of the most complex yet intriguing research opportunities.
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In early October 2014, I was granted the privilege to attend the 48 th annual meeting of the Japanese Association
Society for the Study of Taste and Smell (JASTS in Shizuoka, Japan. The conference featured ground-breaking strides in the area of taste and olfaction. As an ecologist who has barely scratched the surface in this field, it was a formidable experience to finally apprehend exactly how tastes are processed in our mouths and how our noses substantiate fragrances.
As an invited speaker for the international portion of the conference, I had the opportunity to present my current research, which focuses primarily on dissolved free amino acids in rivers that could act as navigational guides for adult chum salmon (Oncorhynchus keta). Chum salmon are an anadromous species with a philopatric life cycle, and their ability to locate their natal streams, which is a unique phenomenon known as "homing", is essential to the sustainment of their future generations. With their keen sense of olfaction, the fish are capable of imprinting to various riverine chemicals, which are then recalled during their return to natal watersheds as adults. Although the theory for salmonid olfactory imprinting has been in circulation for half a century, it has only recently come to light that dissolved free amino acids may be key chemicals that are vital for homing. Thus, my research monitors amino acid dynamics in the Ishikari River watershed in Hokkaido and how chum salmon may respond to amino acids from distinct waterways within their natal drainage basin.
My presentation was met with a wealth of positive feedback, and it was encouraging to see how many olfaction experts exhibited such interest in a novel field. There is a common perception amongst attendees that presentations should be restricted to the specific topic at hand, which, in this case, was taste and smell. However, my experience is that even studies that touch the slightest edge of olfaction could be mutually beneficial for all involved parties. Ecology and olfactory physiology could not be farther apart in terms of scientific association, yet the existence of many organisms and ecosystems is rooted on both factors. As researchers, it may yet be beneficial for us to occasionally depart from our comfort zone and reach into new fields that could provide solutions to questions that have been plaguing us for years.
One key aspect of attending conferences is to build
Photo.1 The delicacies at the Tokai University Aquarium banquet
The sand tiger shark (Carcharias taurus) (background) has one of the most sophisticated olfactory senses of all species, but can it smell the sushi?
Photo. 2 Tokai University students (foreground) and me tasting the sushi
We made a serious dent on that sushi platter with our hungry stomachs.
connections that may be essential for future collaboration, and this conference provided ample opportunities to meet and greet. The banquet, which was uniquely hosted at the Tokai University Aquarium, was filled with delicious foods and beverages, thus providing a suitable setting for us to apply all those taste and smell functions that we reviewed during the conference. More importantly, it was the perfect environment for mingling, and I was fortunate to meet many renowned researchers as well as students in the fisheries field. We often marvel at acclaimed entities but forget that our future lies on the hearts and intuitions of students, many of who will someday build their dreams and turn their visions into realities to change the world. I am deeply indebted to all the organizers, who worked around the clock to ensure the timely and smooth progression of the conference. Their effort is all too often overlooked, and they essentially make up the joints and ligaments of the entire frame. I am left with a satisfying impression with the physiology and dynamics behind taste and olfaction, even as substantial further research strides will need to be made. But, as the late Steve Jobs once said, "we're here to put a dent in the universe." Contrary to what we find on the finished cars in our garages, the more dents we make, the better. 
